ERASMUS

Europe, a prestige due entirely to his intellectual acquire-
ments.

Looking back through the centuries, it is hard to
understand why Erasmus should have held such sway
over his time and generation, for neither his works nor
his activities seem to warrant anything of the sort. He
appears to us a sensible, humane, versatile, and multi-
form personality, an attractive and stimulating man; but
in no wise one to sw*eep his fellows along in a mighty cur-
rent and transform the aspect of the world. Yet in his
own epoch, Erasmus was more than a literary pheno-
menon ; he was the symbolical expression of its secret
spiritual longings. Eras about to be renovated project
their ideal into a figure which shall manifest the soul of
the age; for the Zeitgeist, if it is to grasp its own essence
concretely, invariably chooses the type of man most
suited to its purpose; and when this unique and chance-
found individual outsoars his inborn capacities, it grows,
in a sense, enthusiastic over its own enthusiasm. New
feelings and new thoughts are understood only by a
limited circle of the elite; the broad masses of the people
are incapable of grasping them in their abstract form;
they must have them rendered tangible to the senses and
anthropomorphized. In the place of an idea, a man or an
image or prototype is set up; and the faithful endeavour
to model themselves upon this substitute presentment.
The desires of the time found in Erasmus, for one brief
historical hour, their fullest expression. The uomo univer-
sal^ the non-partisan, the rich in knowledge and learn-
ing, with his eyes looking freely into the future, became
the ideal type of the rising generation. In venerating
humanism, people paid homage to their own courage in
the realm of thought and to their freshly formed aspira-
tions. For the first time, intellectual authority was given
precedence over inherited or transmitted authority; and
that the change was brought about rapidly is shown by
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